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TECHNIQUES FOR PROVIDINGADD-ON 
SERVICES FOR AN EMAIL SYSTEM 

RELATED APPLICATIONS 

This application is a continuation of application Ser. No. 
09/454,469 (U.S. Pat. No. 6,836,792) entitled “Techniques 
for Providing Add-On Services for an Email System', by 
Samuel Chen, filed on Dec. 3, 1999, from which priority 
under 35 U.S.C. S 120 is claimed, and incorporated herein by 
reference. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates to systems and methods for 
providing add-on services to emails transferred via a distrib 
uted computer network. More particularly, the present inven 
tion relates to techniques for providing add-on services 
responsive to emails received at an email system, which tech 
niques require little change to the email system itself. 

Emails and email systems for providing computer users 
with email communication via a distributed computer net 
work, such as the Internet, have been around for some time. In 
a typical Internet-based email system, a computer user typi 
cally employs an Internet-based email application program 
(e.g., Yahoo TM mail or another email front end that is acces 
sible via a web browser) or a desktop-based email application 
program (e.g., OutlookTM by Microsoft Corp.), to compose an 
email. To direct the email to reach the intended recipient, the 
sender may provide a unique recipient email address, which 
typically includes the recipients user name and a domain 
name. Together, the recipients user name and the domain 
name comprise a unique email address. 
Once the sender or a program (generically referred herein 

simply as the sender to simplify discussion) issues the com 
mand to send the composed email to the specified unique 
email address, the email message, with the unique recipient 
email address as its header, is sent via the distributed com 
puter network, e.g., the Internet, to an email service provider 
that services the specified domain. Along the way, the email 
typically passes through a plurality of mail relay stations, 
using the store-and-forward paradigm. Once the email arrives 
at the email service provider that services the specified 
domain, the email system may notify the recipient that he has 
an email waiting to be retrieved, or the email system simply 
waits until the recipient logs in to check his email folder to 
inform him of the existence of a new email to be read. 
To facilitate discussion, FIG. 1 illustrates a simplified rep 

resentation of a typical email arrangement which allows 
email senders 102 and 104 to transmit emails to an email 
recipient 106. With reference to FIG. 1, email sender 102 may 
employ an email front end 108, which as mentioned earlier 
may either be a browser-based email application program or 
a desktop-based email application program that has a gateway 
to the Internet, to compose the desired email message and to 
specify the unique address of the email recipient. If the email 
system is HTTP-based (as in the case of front end 108A), a 
web-server 190 is typically employed to permit the email to 
be transferred in the SMTP format. If the email front-end 
employs the SMTP format (as in the case of front end 108B). 

After the email is composed, email sender 102 may com 
mand email front end 108 to transmit the email to email 
recipient 106 by issuing a send command. When email front 
end 108 receives the send command, it forwards the com 
posed email message, including the recipient email address as 
its header, to distributed computer network 110, which in this 
case is the Internet. Internet 110 is represented, as is conven 
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2 
tional, by a cloud. Within this cloud that symbolically repre 
sents the Internet, the email system that provides email ser 
vice for the domain specified in the email address resides. In 
the example of FIG. 1, such an email system is illustrated by 
an email system 130. Since email system 130 resides in the 
distributed computer network, the email message typically 
arrives at email system 130 through a plurality of connecting 
legs and relay facilities. To simplify the illustration, these 
relay facilities, which are distributed within Internet 110 
between email front end 108 and email system 130, is illus 
trated by a relay cloud 132. 

In the current art, emails relayed through the Internet also 
typically employ a suitable email protocol to allow the emails 
to be efficiently relayed to the appropriate destination. One 
such protocol is SMTP (Simple Mail Transfer Protocol). In 
the example of FIG. 1, the transmitted email is first received 
at email system 130 by an SMTP server 140. SMTP server 
140 then ascertains whether the recipient is indeed one who is 
serviced by email system 130. Assuming that the email recipi 
ent is associated with a domain (e.g., “abc.com’) which is 
serviced by email system 130, SMTP server 140 then for 
wards the email message to a database facility 142, which 
stores the received email message in an appropriate mailbox 
accessible by the intended recipient of the email message. 

Thereafter, email recipient 106 may employ an appropriate 
email front end 150 to access Internet 110 and ascertain, via 
web server 152 of email system 130, whether there is an email 
message waiting for email recipient 106 within database 
facility 142. If there is, email recipient 106 may access the 
email message by sending a command via email frontend 150 
to email system 130 to request the email message to be sent 
from email system 130 to email frontend 150 to be displayed 
thereon. 

Ifemail frontend 150 is implemented in a web browser that 
displays HTML-formatted pages or a similar protocol, an 
HTML converter facility 158 or an appropriate protocol con 
Verter facility may be employed to convert the email message 
to an appropriate format prior to sending the email message to 
email front end 150 via web server 152. The arrangement of 
FIG. 1 is conventional and may include other implementa 
tional details and variations, which are well knownto those in 
the business of providing email service and will not be dis 
cussed in great detail here for brevity's sake. 
As Internet revenue models evolve, email service has 

become one of the loss leader services that many portals or 
web businesses are expected to provide. In other words, many 
users expect free email service from their portals as a condi 
tion for their patronage. As a result, many providers of email 
systems have been forced to turn to advertisement revenue to 
operate and maintain their email systems. FIG. 2 illustrates a 
simplified exemplary prior art technique for providing adver 
tisement-based emails using the basic architecture of FIG. 1. 
In the example of FIG. 2, an advertisement insertion module 
170 interfaces with HTML converter facility 158 to insert an 
appropriate advertisement banner into the email message 
prior to sending the email message to email front end 150. In 
this manner, the emails are received by the recipients with 
advertisements inserted by the email system. This arrange 
ment results in payment from the advertisers to the email 
system operator, which provides a revenue base for the pro 
vider of email system 130 to operate and maintain the email 
system. 
As the Internet evolves further, email users begin to 

demand even more Sophisticated services from their email 
system providers. By way of example, many email users 
nowadays demand the ability to redirect their emails to other 
domains to allow all their emails to be centralized at one email 
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system. Another service that many email users also desire 
nowadays is auto-reply, wherein the email system automati 
cally notifies the sender with a preselected message (e.g., “I 
am away for two weeks.” “I got your message and I will get 
back in touch with you shortly,” or the like). Some email users 
may desire to receive their emails in the form of voice or 
facsimile while they are on the road and may accordingly 
require these capabilities from their email system. Other 
security-related services, such as anti-spamming services, 
virus-scanning services, are also popular on the list of desir 
able features among email users. 

For many email system providers, these demands represent 
a significant challenge. For one, most email services are pro 
vided to email users free of charge, which makes it difficult 
for email system providers to find the necessary financial 
resources to update their email systems to provide such ser 
vices. More significantly, given the speed at which products 
and services associated with the Internet evolves, many email 
systems may have been designed earlier without advance 
knowledge of future services and features that users may 
eventually demand. As such, many existing email systems 
may have been designed without the necessary scalability 
and/or flexibility to allow these additional features to be 
readily and efficiently integrated. Even if such integration is 
possible, the task of integrating the new features into the 
legacy email systems may take an unacceptably long period 
of time, which may result in a loss of users and negative 
economic consequences for the portal operator. 
By way of example, integrating a new feature into an 

existing legacy email system may require the staff of the 
email system to design codes implementing the new feature, 
to integrate the new codes into the existing software architec 
ture, and to test/debug the updated email system prior to roll 
out. This assumes, of course, that the staff of the email system 
has the necessary expertise to implement the new feature and 
is knowledgeable about their legacy email system, which is 
often not the case if the operator merely leases the codes from 
a third party software developer (in which case, the email 
service operator may not even have access to the Source code). 
Of course the email service operator may always negotiate 
with the third party software developer to have additional 
features implemented. However, this is also time-consuming, 
and the result depends for the most part on the willingness and 
expertise of the third party software developer to implement 
the new desired features. 

Still further, it is oftentimes the case that by the time the 
email system operator realizes the need for a new feature, 
Such new feature may have already been implemented else 
where by another third party developer. In the typical situa 
tion, users often are aware of the existence of a new feature 
from other sources first and push for their own email system 
operators to offer the same feature. In Such cases, it may be 
more efficient for the email service provider to lease or license 
the already implemented codes instead of writing new codes. 
However, if the email service provider wishes to integrate the 
codes representing the desired features with the codes of the 
legacy email system, compatibility, Scalability, testing, and 
debugging issues still require time to resolve. Unless email 
system providers can find a way to quickly and efficiently 
integrate the new services and features into their legacy email 
systems, as well as find away to finance the new services and 
features, they may lose users and/or Suffer serious financial 
consequences. 

In view of the foregoing, there are desired improved tech 
niques for providing new services and features to users of an 
existing email system in a way that requires little change to 
the existing email systems and at little cost. 
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4 
SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The invention relates, in one embodiment, to an add-on 
service system configured to provide add-on services to 
emails transferred via a distributed computer network. The 
add-on service system is configured to be coupled to an email 
system through the distributed computer network. The add 
on service system includes a first server configured to receive, 
through the distributed computer network, an email eventu 
ally destined for the email system. The email includes an 
address of the add-on service system and an address of the 
email system. The add-on service system further includes a 
first logic module, operatively coupled to receive the email 
from the first server, for ascertaining whether a recipient of 
the email subscribes to at least one of the add-onservices. The 
add-on service system additionally includes a second logic 
module, operatively coupled to receive a decision from the 
first logic module, for performing the at least one of the 
add-on services on at least a portion of the email if the first 
logic module ascertains that the recipient of the email Sub 
scribes to the least one of the add-on services, thereby form 
ing a post add-on service email. Furthermore, the add-on 
service system includes a second server, operatively coupled 
to receive the post add-on service email from the second logic 
module. The second server is configured to forward the post 
add-on service email to the email system. 

In another embodiment, the invention relates to a method 
for providing add-on services responsive to an email trans 
ferred via a distributed computer network. The method 
includes receiving via the distributed computer network the 
email at an add-on service system. The email includes both an 
identity of the add-on service system and an identity of an 
email system servicing an intended recipient of the email. The 
method further includes ascertaining from the email whether 
a recipient of the email subscribes to at least one of the add-on 
services. If the recipient subscribes to the at least one of the 
add-on services, the method includes forming a post add-on 
service email, which includes performing, using the add-on 
service system, the at least one of the add-on services on at 
least a first portion of the email. Furthermore, the method 
includes forwarding the post add-on service email, after the 
performing, to the email system, thereby rendering the post 
add-on service email accessible to the recipient through the 
email system. 

These and other features of the present invention will be 
described in more detail below in the detailed description of 
the invention and in conjunction with the following figures. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

The present invention is illustrated by way of example, and 
not by way of limitation, in the figures of the accompanying 
drawings and in which like reference numerals refer to similar 
elements and in which: 

FIG. 1 illustrates a simplified representation of a typical 
email arrangement which allows email senders to transmit 
emails to an email recipient. 

FIG. 2 illustrates a simplified exemplary prior art technique 
for providing advertisement-based emails using the basic 
architecture of FIG. 1. 

FIG.3 shows an improved arrangement for providing add 
on services for an existing email system that requires little 
change to the existing email system itself. 

FIG. 4 illustrates, in accordance with one embodiment of 
the present invention, the computer-implemented method for 
providing add-on services for existing email systems. 
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FIG. 5 illustrates, in accordance with one embodiment of 
the present invention, another arrangement for providing add 
on services to an existing email system without requiring a 
change in the recipient email address and significant change 
in the software and/or hardware at the existing email system 

FIG. 6 is a flowchart illustrating, in accordance with one 
embodiment of the present invention, the steps taken by the 
email system to facilitate the performance of add-on services 
at a add-on service system without Substantial changes to the 
email system and without requiring the recipient to change 
his email address. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENTS 

The present invention will now be described in detail with 
reference to a few preferred embodiments thereof as illus 
trated in the accompanying drawings. In the following 
description, numerous specific details are set forth in order to 
provide a thorough understanding of the present invention. It 
will be apparent, however, to one skilled in the art, that the 
present invention may be practiced without some or all of 
these specific details. In other instances, well known process 
steps and/or structures have not been described in detail in 
order to not unnecessarily obscure the present invention. 
The invention relates, in one embodiment, to an improved 

technique for providing new services and features to an exist 
ing email system, and a method for financing the implemen 
tation of such new services and features in a manner So as to 
require little change to the existing email system and at little 
cost. In one embodiment, the add-on features are imple 
mented by taking advantage of the store-and-forward para 
digm of Internet-based emails such as SMTP. In one exem 
plary implementation, the module(s) for providing the add-on 
services responsive to the transmitted emails are imple 
mented in a add-on service system, which is disposed along 
the path through which the transmitted email is relayed 
between the sender and the recipient’s email system through 
the distributed computer network. Users (most likely the 
recipients but may also be the senders themselves) may then 
Subscribe to selected add-on services, which cause these ser 
vices to be performed whenever their emails are relayed 
through the add-on service system. 

To ensure that emails associated with a user who has earlier 
registered for add-on services are routed through the add-on 
service system, these users may, in one embodiment, be given 
an email address which has a slightly different domain des 
ignation than one for users who do not subscribe to the add-on 
services. The different domain designation ensures that 
emails associated with a user who has earlier registered for 
add-on services are routed to the add-on service system, 
which performs the add-onservice(s) responsive to the emails 
prior to relaying the emails to the destination email system. In 
another embodiment, the email address is unchanged irre 
spective whether a user has subscribed to an add-on service 
but the destination email system may track in its user profile 
database whether a particular user has registered for add-on 
services. For each email received, the user profile database is 
consulted and if the user has subscribed to one of the add-on 
services, the received email associated with the subscribing 
user is forwarded to a relay point where the middleware 
module is implemented. At the middleware module, the add 
on services are performed. 

Depending on the add-on services involved, the email may 
then be relayed back to the destination email system for 
eventual routing therefrom to the recipient’s email front end. 
In this manner, very little change is required of the existing 
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6 
email system to allow add-on services to be offered by the 
email service provider. Further, since there is little change to 
the original email system, the reliability risks typically asso 
ciated with integrating new features into an existing Software 
system is substantially reduced. By way of example, if the 
codes implementing the add-on service at the add-on service 
system fail, the destination email system is unaffected. 

In one embodiment, the add-on features for the email sys 
tem are financially Supported using revenue derived from 
electronic advertisement inserts, which may take the form of 
a visual, auditory, or other multimedia formats, included with 
the email at the add-on service system. Furthermore, the 
electronic advertisement inserts may be selected based on the 
user profile of past behavior (e.g., web navigation behavior 
(such as click pattern) among the various websites, electronic 
shopping behavior, or the like). Advantageously, these inserts 
also occur in a relay node that is different from the node where 
the email system service is implemented. This also contrib 
utes to minimizing the changes necessary to implement the 
add-on services. Furthermore, the electronic advertisement 
inserts that Support the add-on service implementation are 
only inserted into emails that require the add-on services. For 
users who do not wish to subscribe to the add-on services, 
their emails are essentially unchanged with the implementa 
tion of the add-on services. 

Additional features and advantages of the invention may be 
better understood with reference to the figures and discus 
sions that follow. Referring now to FIG. 3, there is shown an 
improved arrangement for providing add-on services for an 
existing email system that requires little change to the exist 
ing email system itself. In FIG. 3, email system 130 is sub 
stantially similar to the email system that has been discussed 
earlier in connection with FIGS. 1 and 2. As before, email 
senders 102 and 104 represent the entities that wish to send 
emails to an email recipient 106 via Internet 110. In addition, 
there is further shown in FIG.3 a add-on service system 302, 
representing the relay node wherein the advertisement-Sup 
ported add-on services are implemented. 

In the example of FIG.3, users who wish to subscribe to an 
add-on service are provided with an email address that 
includes not only the domain of the destination email system 
(e.g., email system 130) but also the domain name of add-on 
service system 302. Preferably, the email address is con 
structed Such that it appears to all other relay nodes in Internet 
110 to be destined for add-on service system 302 to ensure 
proper routing thereto. By way of example, if the user's email 
address prior to Subscription to the add-on services is 
“abc(a)XyZ.com', the email address that is assigned to that 
user after the user subscribes to the add-on services may be, 
for example, “abc(axyZ.middleware.com' wherein “middle 
ware.com” represents the domain name of the add-on service 
system. When so specified, emails sent from one of email 
senders 102 and 104 first arrive at add-on service system 302 
using the conventional store-and-forward paradigm common 
for email transmission via the Internet. 

Depending on the protocol employed for email transmis 
Sion, an appropriate server is employed at add-on service 
system 302 to receive the email. In the example of FIG.3, the 
SMTP protocol may be employed and thus the email is 
received by an SMTP server 304. One job of SMTP server 
304 is to ascertain from the received email the identity of the 
recipient. If the recipient is a person or entity serviced by 
add-on service system 302 (the information pertaining to 
which may be provided to add-on service system 302 in 
advance by email system 130), SMTP server 304 then for 
wards the received email to an add-on service module 320. 
Add-on service module 320 represents the logic module 



US 7,401,122 B2 
7 

wherein any add-on service that the recipient has subscribed 
to may be provided. To ascertain the type of add-on service 
that the recipient has subscribed to, add-on service module 
320 may access a database of user information 308 to access 
the user profile of the recipient. Alternatively of course, 
SMTP server 304 may access database of user information 
308 in advance and forward the information pertaining the 
add-on services to add-on service module 320. 
At any rate, add-on service module 320 receives the email 

from SMTP server 304 and performs the add-on service(s) 
responsive to the information in database of user information 
308. By way of example, some of the add-on services may 
include one or more of the following: virus scanning, anti 
spamming, paging, auto-redirection of the received email to 
another domain, auto-reply back to the sender with a pre 
selected message, conversion of the information contained in 
the email to voice or fax or another medium, anonymizing the 
sender identity, dispatching (i.e., filtering and/or sorting, and 
directing the filtered/sorted emails to separate folders or 
email boxes), mailing list, security encryption prior to for 
warding to the destination email system, and the like. 

After the add-on service is provided, the email received at 
add-on service system 302 may be forwarded to destination 
email system 130 using the domain name specified in the 
email address. However, Some add-on services may not result 
in the email received at add-on service system 302 being 
forwarded to destination email system 130. By way of 
example, if the add-on service is anti-spamming, a spam 
email may not be forwarded to destination email system 130 
at all. Still some other add-on services. Such as auto-redirec 
tion, may cause the email received at add-on service system 
302 to be forwarded in its original format or in some other 
format to another system in Internet 110. 

Assuming that the nature of the add-on service is such that 
recipient 106 also receives a copy of the email that arrives at 
add-on service system 302 after the add-on service is per 
formed, the email is then passed from add-on service module 
320 to an HTML converter facility 330, which converts the 
email format to a protocol that may be displayed on the 
browser. Of course if another protocol is involved, converter 
facility 330 may implement that protocol in place of HTML. 
As a further example, if the email is to be converted to a fax or 
an audio file to be presented to the recipient in a voicemail 
system, an appropriate text-to-TIFF converter or text-to 
speech converter may be employed, and Subsequently 
inserted advertisement(s) should be tailored to the appropri 
ate medium and format employed. The fact that the inventive 
technique allows the advertisement inserted to be tailored to 
the format and/or medium other than the format and/or 
medium of the original email, which format change is caused 
by the intervening add-on service(s), is a unique aspect of the 
present invention. 

To simplify the discussion, assuming that recipient wishes 
to receive email in the HTML format after add-onservices are 
performed. After conversion to HTML, an electronic adver 
tisement insertion module 332 may then access database of 
user profile 308 to ascertain the appropriate advertisement(s) 
to be inserted into the HTML-formatted email. In one 
embodiment, the appropriate advertisements are selected 
based on historical data pertaining to the online or even offline 
behavior pattern of the recipient. By way of example, user 
profile 308 may contain information pertaining to the online 
purchase history of the recipient or his profile of interests or 
hobbies (based on, for example, either a profile furnished by 
the recipient in advance or by tracking the websites, 
webpages, or previous advertisements that the recipient has 
visited oracted upon when Surfing the web or reading emails, 
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8 
which are then fed back to user profile 308 to buildup the user 
profile over time). As a further example, user profile 308 may 
contain the credit card purchase history of the recipient, 
which may include offline purchasing activities (e.g., credit 
card purchases at brick-and-mortar businesses, for example). 
With the information contained in user profile 308, it may 
then be possible to data mine to ascertain the goods or Ser 
vices that the recipient is likely to desire and to target the 
advertisement(s) accordingly. In another embodiment, how 
ever, the advertisement may simply be pre-selected without 
regard for a specific user's profile or history, in the same 
manner that radio or television advertisements are currently 
employed. 
Once the appropriate advertisement(s) are ascertained for 

the recipient, electronic advertisement insertion module 332 
then accesses a database of advertisement inserts 340 to select 
the appropriate advertisement(s) to be inserted into the email. 
The advertisement(s) selected may take various forms, 
including without limitation one or more of audio, still ban 
ner, animation, video clips, each with or without HTML links. 

It should be noted that although the database of user infor 
mation 308 and database of advertisement inserts 340 are 
shown to be part of add-on service system 302, they may in 
one embodiment be implemented at a different website or 
server accessible to add-on service system 302. By way of 
example, there exist many services in the Internet that aggre 
gate and track user click profiles (i.e., web navigation profile) 
and/or purchasing profile. Such datastores of user informa 
tion may be accessed by add-onservice system 302 to support 
its determination of the appropriate advertisement(s) to 
deploy. Similarly, the database of advertisement inserts 340 
may be implemented at a different website or server acces 
sible to add-onservice system. By way of example, there exist 
many services that act as "clearing houses' for advertisement 
banners for various subscribing websites. Such datastores of 
advertisement inserts may be accessed by add-on service 
system 302 to acquire the appropriate advertisement(s) to 
insert into the email. By employing outsourced databases, it is 
now even simpler to provide advertisement-based add-on 
services for an existing email system. 
Note that HTML conversion and electronic advertisement 

insertion occur, in one embodiment, after the performance of 
add-on services. Although this sequence is not absolutely 
necessary, it is nevertheless advantageous since the perfor 
mance of the add-on services may result in the email being 
discarded (e.g., in the case of emails that contain viruses or 
spam emails), changed in the format and/or medium (e.g., to 
fax or audio). In these cases, the fact that the electronic 
insertion is performed after the performance of the add-on 
services allows the advertisement insertion operation to be 
omitted altogether or allows the advertisement(s) to be more 
appropriately chosen for the format and/or medium of the 
message finally presented to the recipient. 
Once the received email is packaged with the appropriate 

electronic advertisement insert(s), it is then relayed to the 
destination email system. As part of the relay operation, the 
email may be encapsulated using a suitable protocol such as 
MIME (Multi-Purpose Internet Mail Extensions). This takes 
place in encapsulation module 350 of FIG. 3. At this point, the 
header of the email to be forwarded is filled out with the 
domain name of the destination email system 130. Thereafter, 
forwarding of the email to email system 130 takes place in a 
conventional manner to allow recipient 106 to access the 
relayed email, including the electronic advertisement insert 
(s). 

FIG. 4 illustrates, in accordance with one embodiment of 
the present invention, the computer-implemented method for 
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providing advertisement-based add-on services for existing 
email systems. In step 402, the email is received at the SMTP 
server of the add-onservice system. With reference to FIG.3, 
SMTP server 304 receives the email after it is relayed through 
the relay points in Internet 110. In step 404, the add-on ser 
vices are provided in accordance with the information con 
tained in the user profile. In step 406, the email is then con 
Verted into an appropriate format for presentation to the 
recipient (e.g., HTML). In step 408, the data base of user 
information is consulted for the appropriate advertisement 
insert(s) to be included with the email to be forwarded to the 
recipient. In step 410, the appropriate advertisement insert(s) 
are then incorporated into the email body. In step 412, the 
email, along with the advertisement insert(s), is then for 
warded to the destination email system to be subsequently 
accessed by the recipient. 
Some email users may resent having to Switch to a different 

email address in order to take advantage of the add-on ser 
vices. By way of example, an email user may view the task of 
updating all their acquaintances and friends with the new 
email address (e.g., the email address that includes the 
domain of the add-on service system as discussed in connec 
tion with FIG. 3) to be too onerous a burden. For such a user, 
it is necessary to provide the add-on services without requir 
ing a concomitant change to his email address. 

FIG. 5 illustrates, in accordance with one embodiment of 
the present invention, another arrangement for providing 
advertisement-based add-on services to an existing email sys 
tem without requiring a change in the recipient email address 
and significant change in the Software and/or hardware at the 
existing email system. In FIG. 5, the components that have the 
same reference number as those of FIG. 3 function in a 
Substantially similar manner. To allow the recipient to keep 
the same email address (e.g., “abcCaXyZ.com'), a minimal 
level of cooperation is required of email system 130 to redi 
rect the incoming emails associated with users who subscribe 
to the add-on services to add-on service system 302. 

In the embodiment of FIG. 5, all emails pertaining to users 
associated with a given domain name, whether they subscribe 
to add-on services or not, are sent first to the destination email 
system (e.g., email system 130 in FIG. 5). The transmission of 
emails from relay arrangement 132 to email system 130 is 
shown in FIG. 5 by path 520. In one embodiment, SMTP 
server 140 of email system 130 is provided with a lookup 
directory module that looks up the recipient Subscription 
profile (stored in some table or database 510 accessible to 
email system 130) to ascertain whether the recipient, who is 
identified by the email address in the header of the incoming 
email, is a subscriber of an add-on service. If so and if the 
received email has not already been routed once to the add-on 
service system, the email is then sent to add-on service system 
302 where add-onservices may be performed (and optionally 
the advertisement inserts may be included) in the manner 
previously discussed. The transmission of the email from 
email system 130 to add-on service system 302 is illustrated 
in FIG. 5 by path 522. 

In one embodiment, the email to be sent to add-on service 
system 302 is provided with the domain name of add-on 
service system 302 in the header of the message to be relayed 
using the traditional store-and-forward paradigm for Internet 
emails. After add-on services are performed, the email may 
be passed back to email system 130 via path 524 of FIG. 5 to 
be accessed by the recipient. Thereafter, the email is received 
at email system 130 and checked to see whether it has been 
sent once to add-on service system 302. The check is neces 
sary to avoid endlessly sending back and forth the email 
between email system 130 and add-onservice system302. By 
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10 
way of example, SMTP server 140 may keep track of emails 
that have been sent to add-on service system 302 using some 
unique identifier (which may be inherent in the received email 
message or may represent an additional unique identifier 
assigned by SMTP server 140) to avoid resending such emails 
to the same add-on service system twice. Alternatively or 
additionally, add-on service system 302 may include some 
unique identifying code with the emails passed back to email 
system 130, which unique indentifying code is known to 
SMTP server 140, to ensure that emails do not get recircu 
lated multiple times between email system 130 and the same 
add-onservice system 302. Alternatively or additionally, add 
on service system 302 may employ a different port to pass 
emails to email system 130, which signifies to email system 
130 that the emails received on the this different port have 
already had the add-on services performed thereon. 

If the email received at SMTP server 140 is ascertained to 
have been sent to add-on service system 302 once or if it 
belongs to a user who did not subscribe to the add-onservices, 
the email is then passed on to database facility 142 to facilitate 
Subsequent user retrieval in the conventional manner. 

FIG. 6 is a flowchart illustrating, in accordance with one 
embodiment of the present invention, the steps taken by email 
system 130 to facilitate the performance of add-on services at 
a add-on service system without Substantial changes to email 
system 130 and without requiring the recipient to change his 
email address. The add-on services are performed responsive 
to the receipt of emails addressed to recipients who sub 
scribed to such add-on services. In step 602, the email is 
received at the SMTP server at the destination email system 
and ascertained whether the recipient specified by the email 
address (obtained from the email header) is one who is ser 
viced by the email system. If so, a further check is performed 
in step 604 wherein the database of user information is con 
sulted to determine whether the recipient subscribes to any of 
the add-on services to be offered at the add-onservice system. 

If the recipient is a subscriber, a further check may be 
performed in step 606 wherein it is ascertained whether the 
email has been forwarded before to the add-on service sys 
tem. As discussed, the check in step 606 is configured to 
prevent the email from being forwarded to the add-on service 
system repeatedly. If the received email belongs to a recipient 
who subscribes to at least one add-onservice to be performed 
at the add-on service system and that email has not been 
forwarded to the add-on service system before, the method 
proceeds to step 608 wherein the email is forwarded to the 
appropriate add-on service system to have the add-on service 
(s) performed and the advertisement insert(s) incorporated 
therewith. Further details pertaining to step 610 may be 
obtained by reviewing FIGS. 3 and 4, which are discussed 
earlier herein. 

After add-on services are performed and any advertise 
ment(s) are included, the email is returned to the original 
destination email system in step 610. In step 612, the email is 
rendered accessible for retrieval by the recipient. 

Note that although some minimal change is required to 
facilitate the routing by email system 130 of emails associated 
with add-onservice subscribers to add-onservice system 302, 
and to avoid routing Such emails to add-on service system 302 
multiple times unnecessarily, the changes required are mini 
mal compared to those ordinarily required to integrate the 
add-on service codes into the codes of email system 130. As 
Such, reliability risks and the time-to-market required to 
implement Such add-on services and to offer them on an 
advertisement-Supported basis are vastly reduced. 

Note that in the latter embodiment, the reliability risk may 
be reduced even further by storing at email system 130 a copy 
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of the email received prior to rerouting that email to add-on 
service system 302. Thus if there is a crash at add-on service 
system 302, the email copy stored at email system 130 is still 
available and may be retrievable by recipient 106. The same 
safeguard may also be built into the implementation of FIG.3 
wherein SMTP server 304 may immediately forward a copy 
of the email received at add-on service system 302 to email 
system 130 prior to performing the add-on services. The 
add-on services and the insertion of the advertisement(s) may 
be performed on the copy at add-onservice system 302. Once 
the add-on services are performed and the advertisements are 
inserted into the email, that email may be forwarded to email 
system 130 to replace the first copy thereat (i.e., the copy 
without the add-on service(s) being performed thereon and 
without the advertisements inserted). If the copy from add-on 
service system 302 fails to arrive within a specified time 
period or if email system 130 is notified of a failure at add-on 
service system 302, the first copy received may be made 
available to recipient 106, and an optional message reporting 
the failure may be sent to the operator of email system 130 
and/or recipient 106 to allow these parties to act accordingly 
(e.g., to perform the anti-virus operation at the recipient com 
puter since the add-on anti-virus service was not performed at 
add-on service system 302 due to a failure thereat). 
One particularly advantageous feature of the implementa 

tion of FIG. 5 is the ability to allow recipients to specify not 
only the type of add-on service desired but also the vendor 
offering the service if there are multiple vendors implement 
multiple competing add-on service systems 302. By way of 
example, the recipient may specify in his Subscriber profile 
both the add-onservices desired and the vendor to be used for 
each of the add-on services to allow the email system 130 to 
route the email to the appropriate add-onservice system(s). If 
multiple vendors and/or multiple add-on service systems are 
involved, the codes in SMTP server 140 at email system 130 
may route the emails to the add-on service system at each 
vendor in turn (or parallelly if appropriate) until all the add-on 
services subscribed by the recipient (and optionally adver 
tisement insertions) are performed. As an added advantage, 
this paradigm also allows unlimited Scalability since the num 
ber of add-on service systems for each type of add-on service 
may be increased as desired to handle increased subscription. 
If multiple add-on service systems are provided to handle the 
increased load, SMTP server 140 may track the relative load 
at each add-on service system and may load-balance among 
the add-on service systems offering the same add-on service 
to ensure a speedy response. 

While this invention has been described in terms of several 
preferred embodiments, there are alterations, permutations, 
and equivalents which fall within the scope of this invention. 
It is therefore intended that the following appended claims be 
interpreted as including all Such alterations, permutations, 
and equivalents as fall within the true spirit and scope of the 
present invention. 

What is claimed is: 
1. A method for providing add-on services responsive to an 

email message transferred via a distributed computer net 
work, comprising: 

receiving via said distributed computer network said email 
message at a destination email system, wherein said 
destination email system comprises an email server 
through which said email message is received; 

ascertaining from said email message whether a recipient 
of said email message Subscribes to at least one of said 
add-on services; 
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12 
forwarding at least a first portion of said email message 

to an add-on service system via said distributed com 
puter network, 

performing, using said add-on service system, at least 
one of said add-on services responsive to said first 
portion of said email message, wherein at least one of 
said add-on services includes a media conversion ser 
vice that converts at least a portion of text of said 
email into a Voice message, and 

forwarding the Voice message to avoice mail system, when 
a media conversion service that converts at least a por 
tion of text of said email message into a Voice message 
OCCU.S. 

2. The method of claim 1 wherein said performing said at 
least one of said add-onservices at said add-onservice system 
further comprises including an electronic advertisement with 
said at least a second portion of said email prior to said 
forwarding. 

3. The method of claim 2 wherein said electronic adver 
tisement is selected based on a historical navigation profile of 
said recipient. 

4. The method of claim 2 wherein said electronic adver 
tisement is selected based on a purchasing profile of said 
recipient. 

5. The method of claim 2 wherein said electronic adver 
tisement is selected from the group consisting of an advertis 
ing banner, an audio file, and a video file, wherein the adver 
tisement is an audio file when said media conversion service 
that converts at least a portion of text of said email message to 
a voice message is used. 

6. The method of claim 1 wherein said at least one of said 
add-on services further includes a dispatching service. 

7. The method of claim 1 wherein said at least one of said 
add-on services further includes a mailing list service. 

8. The method of claim 1 wherein said at least one of said 
add-on services further includes a media conversion service 
that converts at least a portion of said text email into facsimile 
media. 

9. A method for providing add-on services responsive to an 
email message transferred via a distributed computer net 
work, comprising: 

receiving via said distributed computer network said email 
message at an email server of a destination email system; 

ascertaining from said email message whether a recipient 
of said email message Subscribes to at least one of said 
add-on services; and 
forwarding at least a first portion of said email message 

to an add-on service system via said distributed com 
puter network, said first portion of said email includ 
ing an identity of said recipient of said email message, 
and 

performing, using said add-on service system, at least 
one of said add-on services responsive to at least a first 
portion of said email message, wherein at least one of 
said add-on services includes a media conversion ser 
vice that converts at least a portion of text of said 
email into facsimile media. 

10. The method of claim 9 wherein said forwarding is 
performed using a SMTP protocol. 

11. A method for providing add-on services responsive to 
an email message transferred via a distributed computer net 
work, comprising: 

receiving via said distributed computer network said email 
message at an email server of said add-on service sys 
tem, said email message including both an identity of 
said add-on service system and an identity of a recipi 
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ent's destination email system servicing an intended 
recipient of said email message; 

ascertaining from said email message whether a recipient 
of said email message Subscribes to at least one of said 
add-on services, wherein at least one of said add-on 
services includes a media conversion service that con 
verts at least a portion of text of said email into a Voice 
message; 

forming a post add-on service email message, said forming 
including performing, using said add-on service system, 
at least one of said add-on services on at least a first 
portion of said email message; and 

forwarding said post add-on service email message, after 
said forming step, to said destination email system. 

12. The method of claim 11 wherein said performing said 
at least one of said add-on services at said add-on service 
system comprises incorporating an electronic advertisement 
into said post add-on service email message prior to said 
forwarding. 

13. The method of claim 12 wherein said electronic adver 
tisement is selected from the group consisting of an advertis 
ing banner, an audio file, and a video file, wherein the adver 
tisement is an audio file when said media conversion service 
that converts at least a portion of text of said email message to 
a voice message is used. 

14. An add-onservice system configured to provide add-on 
services to email messages transferred via a distributed com 
puter network, said add-on service system being configured 
to be coupled to destination email system through said dis 
tributed computer network, said add-on service system com 
prising: 

a first server configured to receive from said destination 
email system an email message that requires the perfor 
mance of at least one of said add-on services; 

a first logic module, operatively coupled to receive said 
email message from said first server, for performing said 
at least one of said add-on services on said email mes 
Sage, thereby forming a post add-on service email mes 
Sage, wherein at least one of said add-on services 
includes a media conversion service that converts at least 
a portion of text of said email into a Voice message; and 

a second server, operatively coupled to receive said post 
add-on service email from said second logic module, 
said second server being configured to forward said post 
add-on service email message back to said email system, 
thereby rendering said post add-on service email mes 
Sage accessible to a recipient of said email message, 
wherein the Voice message is forwarded to a Voice mail 
system when the add-on service converts at least a por 
tion of the text of said email message into a Voice mes 
Sage. 

15. The add-on service system of claim 14 further includ 
ing an advertisement insertion module configured to incor 
porate an electronic advertisement as part of said post add-on 
service email, wherein the advertisement is in an audio format 
when the add-on service converts at least a portion of the text 
of said email into a Voicemail message. 

16. The add-on service system of claim 15 wherein said 
electronic advertisement is selected based on a historical 
navigation profile of said recipient. 
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17. The add-on service system of claim 15 wherein said 

electronic advertisement is selected based on a purchasing 
profile of said recipient. 

18. The method, as recited in claim 1, wherein the forward 
ing the at least a first portion of said email to an add-onservice 
system uses an SMTP protocol to forward the at least first 
portion. 

19. The method, as recited in claim 1, wherein the ascer 
taining is accomplished by consulting a user profile database. 

20. A method of claim 1, further comprising: 
providing a recipient an option of selecting at least one 

add-on service; 
providing the recipient the choice of at least two vendors 

for said at least one add-on service; 
determining which add-on service has been selected by the 

recipient; 
determining which vendor has been selected by the recipi 

ent; and 
wherein the forwarding the at least a first portion of said 

email, comprises sending the at least a first portion of the 
email as an email message to the vendor selected by the 
recipient. 

21. The method, as recited in claim 9, wherein the ascer 
taining is accomplished by consulting a user profile database. 

22. A method of claim 9, further comprising: 
providing a recipient an option of selecting at least one 

add-on service; 
providing the recipient the choice of at least two vendors 

for said at least one add-on service; 
determining which add-on service has been selected by the 

recipient; 
determining which vendor has been selected by the recipi 

ent; and 
wherein the forwarding the at least a first portion of said 

email, comprises sending the at least a first portion of the 
email as an email message to the vendor selected by the 
recipient. 

23. The method, as recited in claim 11, wherein the ascer 
taining is accomplished by consulting a user profile database. 

24. A method of claim 11, further comprising: 
providing a recipient an option of selecting at least one 

add-on service; 
providing the recipient the choice of at least two vendors 

for said at least one add-on service; 
determining which add-on service has been selected by the 

recipient; 
determining which vendor has been selected by the recipi 

ent; and 
wherein the forwarding the at least a first portion of said 

email, comprises sending the at least a first portion of the 
email as an email message to the vendor selected by the 
recipient. 

25. The add-on service system of claim 14, wherein said at 
least one of said add-on services further includes a media 
conversion service that converts at least a portion of said text 
email into facsimile media. 


